PUBLIC    DINNERS                a6l

If you go to eat and drink, you are taken in. This
is one of the most curious conundrums of the public
dinner. Why does the food and drink never taste
right? On paper, the dishes, the wines, look well, and
in our days of innocence our mouths water over the
menu. Even when the food appears on the table, it
looks promising. But somehow it never achieves a
flavour, except that of warm cardboard or damp wool.
Something devilish happens between the kitchen and
the table at a public dinner. There are malicious
Jinns present. Go to the same hotel with a friend or
two, and the identical menu will yield half a dozen
delectable courses. It is the same with the wines. An
old brown sherry, a Liebfraumilch, some dry cham-
pagne, port or liqueur brandy, all these will be re-
duced at a public dinner to one sweetish liquid of
various colours. It is as if they had all come out of
a conjurer's trick kettle. And I imagine that the
palate promptly informs the stomach that these decep-
tions are being practised. Hence the resentment in-
side, that hot reddish feeling that all we public diners
know only too well.

It would be charitable to assume that the waiters
are aware of this shameful wizardry. This would ex-
plain their gloom at such functions. They are not the
men we see at ordinary times. They wear a con-
scripted look. If their style of serving is mistaken
for that of waitresses in popular tea-shops, obviously
they do not care. Their tender solicitude for the belly
has given place to an air of indifference that only